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Date: July 23rd 1989 
From: Robbie Barnett 

Hunan Rights Abuses in the Peopl e's Republic of C hina ; 

The Dangers of Linking the Tibet and China IsgUBS 


The Advantages of Linking the Issues 

The issue of Tibet obviously deserves to be considered by 
human rights activists in tandem with the Chinese issue, now 
that the June 4th Massacres have focussed world attention on 
violations of human rights in China itself. This is easier 
administratively, increases the chance of the issues being 
given space on the agenda, and is logical because both 
territories are under the same administration. 

There are obvious similarities: the capital cities of both 
areas are at present under martial law, a shoot-to-kill 
policy has been applied to demonstrations, and mass 
campaigns of detention and arrest of political dissidents 
are currently under way. Questions of legal process, 
independence of the judiciary, rights to assembly, freedom 
of the press, and freedom from religious persecution are 
violated in similar ways in both countries. 

In Hong Kong these issues are also of immediate concern, 
since the reabsorption of the colony into China in eight 
years time will also expose it to the same or similar 
administrative practices. The human rights community could 
therefore address those problems as one in its remarks to 
the Chinese government. 


The Risks: endorsing the Chinese presence in Tibet 
However, to do so would run certain risks and could possibly 
be counter-productive. In particular it could damage the 
long-term and short-term interests of the Tibetans. Their 
situation includes all the elements mentioned above, and the 
same pattern of human rights abuses, but in a markedly 
different context. 

Tibetan dissent is almost entirely focussed on the question 
of their right to independence. They view the Chinese as an 
occupying force, and the violations of human rights as side- 
effects of that occupation. 

A detailed analysis would show that the patterns of human 
rights abuse in Tibet are part of a political arrangement 
and have a strong racial element; they are not merely the 
results of an incompetent or corrupt administration. Most of 
the abuses institutionalised throughout China's territories 
are used in Tibet for quite different purposes: either to 
sustain the power of the occupying forces, or to impose a 
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modernising or improving “superior ideology on a supposediy 
backward people. The function of these human rights abuses 
is different when applied to non-Chinese peoples: it takes 
on the characteristics of traditional colonialism and of 
large-scale racism. 


The Use of the Sovereignty Claim to Criminalise Dissent 
In the international arena China has made the d ® b * te 
Tibet and the treatment of dissidents there largely revolve 
around the question of sovereignty. It claims absolute 
rights to sovereignty over Tibet, and insists that any 
attempt by Tibetans to question that claim is "counter¬ 
revolutionary" . This charge is broadly equivalent to high 
treason in British terms, and is a capital offence, but one 
which China refuses to accept has anything to do with human 
rights or with the opinions of other countries. It is an 
internal affair of paramount importance to the Chinese 
since, they say, it concerns "the unity of the motherland . 


Many members of the international community will not want to 
question that view head-on, and may confine their 
observations to less contentious areas, such as those areas 
of human rights covered by the Universal Declaration alone. 
However,such a decision could be dangerous, since it could 
be used by the Chinese as tacit support of their claim. 


Human Rights Abuses: administrative errors or policies. 
Describing the Tibetan problem as a question of human rights 
(where that term is used to refer only to individual rights) 
actually confirms the Chinese view that the legitimacy of 
their presence in Tibet is not in question. It allows the 
Chinese to infer that the Tibet issue could be solved by 
improving the administration of the security forces or of 
the judiciary, whereas the question raised time and time 
again by the Tibetans is why they are not allowed to ^ 
administer their society themselves. 

Already by 1988 Tom Grunfeld, a Western writer on Tibet 
considered close to the Chinese Government, had produced a 
paper claiming that there is no political discontent in 
Tibet other than that responding to flaws in the local 
administration. This was a re-working of the official 
Chinese position which admits only to mistakes in its 
Tibetan policies caused by "ultra-leftist excesses during 
the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976). Implicitly his paper 
indicated that China would be more than pleased if criticism 
over Tibet was confined to questions of simple human rights. 

Encouraging superficial reforms . 

This level of criticism could be dealt with cosmetically, it 
the Chinese felt it necessary to appease international 
opinion. This they did in 1979, introducing a number of 
liberalising policies which were successful in attracting 
foreign capital through the tourist trade. A number of the 
monasteries were rebuilt, for example, and private 
businesses were allowed. Tibetans have argued strongly that 
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these measures made little difference to their essential 
rights, particularly to their right to rule themselves. 

Indeed these measures encouraged or concealed a policy of 
mass re-settlement of Central Tibet by ethnic Chinese - a 
policy which threatens the Tibetans as a cultural and 
political entity as much as any act of simple repression. 

As in all Chinese politics, much of the dispute takes place 
on the level of ideology and language. This makes the choice 
of terminology particularly acute, and allows the Chinese to 
extract much political advantage from the use of such terms 
as "minority", "region", "non-Han" or "autonomy" in 
references to Tibet or East Turkestan. Both terms.re-inforce 
the Chinese claim to sovereignty over those territories, 
even where that claim is not under direct discussion. 

This would allow them to continue their present policy of 
criminalising dissent in Tibet on the grounds that it 
threatens the unity of the motherland. To present the 
Tibetan issue purely as a matter of individual human rights 
comparable to the situation of dissidents within China 
itself could have the same effect: it would further 
marginalise those Tibetans - the vast majority - who call 
for independence or self-determination. 

It is not of course necessary to address or espouse the 
question of independence whilst dealing with violations of 
human rights in those territories under Chinese control. But 
it would be prejudicial to the interests of those most at 
risk to support even tacitly the Chinese claim to 
sovereignty in any way whilst that claim is widely disputed. 

Use of the term “self-determination” 

Vague though it is, the term "self-determination of the 
Tibetan People" offers the safest context for the discussion 
of human rights in Tibet and distinguishes it from the 
demands of demonstrators in China itself. This phrase was in 
fact used in the 1961 UN Resolution on Tibet, in which the 
General Assembly called for the "cessation of practices 
which deprive the Tibetan people of their fundamental rights 
and freedoms, including their right to self-determination. 

But it is essential to distinguish this use of self- 
determination from that claimed by some indigenous peoples, 
who use the term at the UN to claim limited forms of 
autonomy. In the case of Tibet, as a state under foreign 
occupation, it must be taken to include the full range of 
possibilities including independent statehood. 

The Hong Kong Link 

Self-determination also offers better prospects for the 
long-term consideration of the Hong Kong issue, even though 
so far neither that question nor the question of UN 
trusteeship have been raised in great depth in the colony 
itself. In this way it is entirely different from the 
situation in Tibet, which has the status of a country 
invaded by an enemy force rather than that of a former 
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colony returned to its original ruler, and where the 
collective view of the people is clear and unified. 

However, there are striking similarities between the two 
documents which purport to represent the future intentions 
of Beijing towards its acquisitions - the 1951 Agreement 
with Tibet and the 1984 Joint Declaration with Britain - 
which must make the total collapse of the Tibetan Agreement 
in 1959 a matter of serious concern for citizens of Hong 
Kong today. But Hong Kong is very different from Tibet in 
both political and economic terms, and there is no question 
of independence, nor of mass racial oppression, in the 
current debate over its future. It could not therefore be 
safely considered as an exact analogy to the situation in 
Tibet. 


Conclusion 

In conclusion, it would seem reasonable to consider the 
three issues together where necessary, but only after 
careful and extensive examination of the phraseology used so 
as to avoid any implicit acceptance of China's political 
claims to Tibet. In general the context of any remarks would 
reflect the actual situation in Tibet most accurately, 
indicate a more than token commitment by the international 
community, and have a slight rather than negligible chance 
of encouraging genuine change on the part of the Chinese, if 
emphasis were to be placed on the political rights of the 
Tibetans as a people rather than on their individual rights 
alone - and in particular their right to self-determination, 
and to call for independence. 




